I start by outlining some of the more striking commonalities in their views and their possible Cartesian background. I then look at Spinoza's concepts of activity and passivity and how they are reflected in his account of the passion of pride as distorting our knowledge of self and our true actions, before turning to Hume's explanation of the mechanics of the passions and imagination.
2
Spinoza and Hume are naturalists, and both fully endorse the mechanistic philosophy of nature. Neither of them are reductionists, however, for while being opposed to Descartes's metaphysics, they commit themselves to a strict methodological dualism, according to which thoughts or perceptions can only be explained in terms of other thoughts or perceptions, and not in terms of the bodily movements that may have occasioned them. Hume's doctrine of impressions as original perceptions-at the origin of all other perceptions or ideas-together with his refusal to attempt a physicalistic account of them, is anticipated by Spinoza's doctrine that ideas can only be explained by other ideas. Had Hume learnt from Spinoza's criticism of Descartes's mind-body interaction thesis, or drawn similar conclusions on his own? Where Spinoza declares that there is only one underlying substance differently expressed in distinct attributes, Hume, who does not care for metaphysical speculations about substances, writes blithely "in the mind or the body, whatever you want to call it," yet takes great care to avoid explanations of mental and moral phenomena in terms of bodily or physical causes and events.
Moreover, Hume's distinction between two kinds of perceptions, impressions and ideas, parallels Spinoza's distinction between affections and ideas, and his idea-copies of impressions are very like Spinoza's ideas of affections. Important similarities can be found also in their accounts of imagination and memory. Impressions remain in our memory when not overruled by other impressions and can be activated and combined by the imagination with other resembling impressions. Their ideas, Hume argues, can be combined on the basis of resemblance, contiguity and causal relations. Hume's associationist psychology is on all its main points anticipated by Spinoza in the Ethics Parts Two and Three. 1
